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Ecocritical Perspectives on Children’s Texts and Cultures revisits the connections between cultural constructions of 
“nature” and “child.” The collection asks to what extent texts use traditional tropes “to place the child in an idyllic and 
romantic relation to nature” (6) and whether they reflect and engage with contemporary environmental challenges. 
Along with the expected analyses of picture books and novels, Nina Goga, Lykke Guanio-Uluru, Bjørg Oddrun Hallås, 
and Aslaug Nyrnes’s collection features a chapter on picture-book apps and another on a television series, as well as 
a pleasing amount of attention to illustrated poetry from several traditions. It focuses on contemporary Nordic texts 
but also includes chapters on Ted Hughes, Catalan poetry, The Rabbits by John Marsden and Shaun Tan, and novels 
by Mordicai Gerstein, Philip Pullman, and David Almond. The reference to “cultures” in the title acknowledges the 
specificity of cultural links between nature and the child, such as the Nordic emphasis on children’s nature competence, 
while highlighting the need to compare different cultural concepts of nature if humanities scholars wish to facilitate 
international co-operation on environmental issues. Most chapters are written by scholars associated with the research 
group “Nature in Children’s Literature: Landscapes and Beings—Fostering Ecocitizens,” led by Nina Goga and based at 
the Western Norway University of Applied Sciences. This edited collection makes the group’s productive discussions 
available to the wider community of ecocritics and scholars working in young people’s texts and cultures. The volume is 
Goga, Nina, Lykke Guanio-Uluru, Bjørg Oddrun Hallås, Aslaug Nyrnes, editors. Ecocritical Perspectives on Children’s 
Texts and Cultures: Nordic Dialogues. Palgrave, 2018. 299 pp. $119.99 pb. ISBN 9783319904979. Critical Approaches 
to Children’s Literature.
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usefully organized into sections on “Ethics and Aesthetics,” “Landscape,” “Vegetal,” “Animal,” 
and “Human.”
Marianne Røskeland opens the section on “Ethics and Aesthetics” by tackling the 
dilemma that, on the one hand, the desire to master nature is a cause of our environmental 
problems, and on the other, that “[m]astering one’s surroundings is also central in any child’s 
development . . .” (28). Her reading of the Norwegian picture book Sånt Som Er (Things That 
Are) details how the book challenges the reader’s anthropocentric process of categorizing 
objects; Røskeland brings Wolfgang Iser’s “gaps” and “negation of expectations” (138) to 
bear on James J. Gibson’s “affordances” (119) through her argument that a child reader 
perceives possible ways of using natural objects depicted in the book according to their 
own personal interests and physical limitations. The root meaning of “aesthetics,” relating 
to perception, arises again in chapter 3 as Gunnar Karlsen considers what it means to 
appreciate nature aesthetically and why it matters for the development of ecocitizens. He 
argues for a moderate cognitive view which combines some knowledge of the natural world 
with the multisensory experience of being in it—though when reading, emotional responses 
matter more than multisensory experiences for readers to develop moral skills. Nina Goga’s 
chapter demonstrates how the aesthetics of the novel Ishavspirater (The Ice Sea Pirates) and 
its environmental ethics are bound together in plot and character development. She extends 
Ursula K. Le Guin’s “Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction” to propose that the protagonist of The Ice 
Sea Pirates is “a hero collector; one who collects and gathers experiences through her travels 
and encounters . . .” (60), moving from inherited knowledge about interspecies ethics to the 
understanding that comes from experience.
In the second section on “Landscape,” Aslaug Nyrnes and Ahmed Khateeb each return 
to Rousseau, partnering Émile with the contemporary texts Tonje Glimmerdal (Astrid the 
Unstoppable) by Maria Parr and Stian Hole’s Garmann Trilogy. Both chapters explore 
contemporary children’s growth in pastoral landscapes using Terry Gifford’s concept of the 
“post-pastoral,” which “successfully suggests a collapse of the human/nature divide while 
being aware of the problematics involved” (26). Kristin Ørjasæter continues the investigation 
of post-pastoral and anti-pastoral landscapes by jumping into the jungles of Svart elfenben 
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(Black Ivory) and Skriket fra jungelen: En filmroman (The Cry from the Jungle: A Cinematic 
Novel) by Arne Svingen and Tormod Haugen, respectively. Ørjasæter’s analysis of the jungle 
depicted as “wilderness,” with “each example perching on top of a former mediation” (107), 
reads like an exemplar of Jane Suzanne Carroll’s topoanalytic approach from Landscape 
in Children’s Literature. The chapter does not explicitly build on Carroll’s work, but readers 
interested in this approach will recognize that the jungle’s association with the death and 
rebirth of human society make the jungle setting a special case of Carroll’s “Green Topos.” 
The young adult (YA) novels Ørjasæter discusses reiterate the titillating colonial fear of the 
jungle as the site for the apocalyptic end of civilization, but The Cry from the Jungle transforms 
that fear of civilization’s end into an ecocentric hope for rewilding humanity.
The two chapters comprising the “Vegetal” section were highlights of the volume. Critical 
plant studies is a new addition to ecocriticism’s bouquet of cognate disciplines, and it smells 
freshly intriguing. Lykke Guanio-Uluru combines plant studies with posthumanism as she 
elegantly unpacks the contradictions of Kubbe, the hybrid log boy from the Norwegian picture 
books by Åshild Kanstad Johnsen. Analyzing his characterization, agency, and differentiation 
from the forest setting, she concludes that Kubbe’s plant and human features enhance one 
another non-hierarchically. However, his inability to grow conflicts with both plant and child 
aspects of his identity, symbolically intimating a problem at the heart of humanity’s long 
relationship with the forest. In the second chapter, Anna Karlskov Skyggebjerg examines 
how the connections between language (an expression of culture) and nature may foster 
ecocitizenship in Skoven fra oven (The Forest from Above), a collection of figural poems about 
forest creatures. She details how the formal features of the poems and the organization of the 
collection celebrates human fascination with nature but resists human logic.
This volume’s section on “Animal” further investigates continuities between physical and 
social aspects of character and between physical and social environments. In chapter 10, Kaisu 
Rättyä presents an analytical tool for reading social, physical, and temporal settings in picture 
books, adapting Urie Bronfenbrenner’s “ecological systems theory.” In chapter 11, Berit 
Westergaard Bjørlo takes an intermedial approach to four Ted Hughes poems about marine 
animals as she explores “how accompanying illustrations may revitalize, change or add new 
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features to the poems and their environmental potential” (175); the power of illustration can 
encourage posthuman readings or simply expand the human and nonhuman features implied 
in the poems to demand that the reader value these unique animals. In chapter 12, Maria 
Pujol-Valls considers the newly popular genre of bestiaries found in Catalan poetry. Examining 
ten poems about ants, she compares the kinds of anthropomorphism and anthropocentrism 
that manifest in the poems and illustrations; she concludes that the moral messages of the 
poems are congruent with bestiaries’ traditional advice on how people should treat one 
another rather than with texts that problematize human treatment of animals. Hege Emma 
Rimmereide rounds off the section with a chapter on John Marsden and Shaun Tan’s The 
Rabbits, moving from the standard reading of the book as an allegory of colonization to a 
reading of The Rabbits as an allegory of the Anthropocene. These parallel readings reveal the 
connections between postcolonialism and ecocriticism, namely, their shared concerns over 
technology, memory, and power hierarchies.
From “Animal,” the volume moves finally to considering human participation in nature. 
The editors assert that, by placing the category of human last, they are “[t]urning the 
anthropocentric bias on its head . . .” (17). This comment appears disingenuous; as it stands, 
the volume seems to progress through different life forms and climaxes with the human, 
particularly as this section contains several more distinctive approaches to the connections 
between cultural constructions of “nature” and “child.” In chapter 14, Kerry Mallan proposes 
that wild child-animal characters enact the conflict between ecocentric and anthropocentric 
worldviews. Celebrating and problematizing both views, other characters’ positive ethical 
interactions with wild child figures suggest that “the best of a humanistic anthropocentric 
worldview can coexist with an egalitarian ecocentric worldview” (238), even if the texts 
usually conclude with wildness controlled. Kirsti Pedersen Gurholt turns our attention to 
wild children in the Norwegian television series Villmarksbarna (The Wilderness Children), 
which presents one family’s outdoor activities. Her chapter considers gender carefully, as she 
explains how the show propagates the Norwegian tropes of “adventure girls” and “caring 
adventure fathers.” Gurholt also examines class by judiciously weighing the contradictions of a 
show which celebrates the freedom to experience nature, but manifests economic and social 
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inequalities that limit that freedom. Chapter 16 is memorable for the voices of interviewed 
children speaking about the places and natural landscapes in which they are sitting and 
their descriptions of “nature.” Bjørg Oddrun Hallås and Marianne Presthus Heggen suggest 
that asking children about nature reveals more about their anthropocentric or ecocentric 
perspectives than by questioning them about environmental problems. They conclude 
intriguingly that the children “operated with two concepts of nature, with humans both being 
separated from it and part of it” (271). Ture Schwebs closes the collection with his discussion 
of two picture-book apps, The Artifacts and Tavs, which portray coming of age as a journey 
through different environments. He reveals how the self-concepts of characters affect their 
understanding of nature and vice versa.
Many of the chapters showcase an analytical tool used by the “Nature in Children’s 
Literature” research group, which they call the “Nature in Culture Matrix” (12). I was unsure, 
at first, which aspects of a text could be placed on this matrix and whether such positioning 
would facilitate the analysis of contradictions and ambiguities in a text’s ecocentrism. 
My initial scepticism was reinforced by several chapters’ cursory references to the matrix 
and by authors who used it to categorize a whole text into one of the four quadrants 
(anthropocentric celebratory / ecocentric celebratory / anthropocentric problematizing 
/ ecocentric problematizing), thereby reducing previously complex analyses to simplified 
statements of a text’s outlook. Nevertheless, some authors employed the tool very effectively: 
Lykke Guanio-Uluru and Kerry Mallan used it to clarify the contradictions in plant-boy and 
wild-child characters, respectively; Nina Goga compared characters’ outlooks and deftly 
plotted character development; and Hallås and Heggen used the matrix to group children’s 
statements about nature, suggesting that the tool could enable focused, directly comparative 
conversations across disciplines. In that same spirit of enabling conversation, the Nature in 
Culture Matrix could work well as a reference point for class discussions in university courses 
with an ecocritical component.
The volume promises to enable cross-cultural conversations by highlighting Nordic 
differences from Anglo-American and Australian ecocritical approaches while keeping the 
research accessible to readers from those traditions, but it does not reveal many Nordic 
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differences. I enjoyed Aslaug Nyrnes’s sketch of the “Nordic winter pastoral” (83), introducing 
a distinctive cultural take on a familiar trope, and I would have liked more insights along these 
lines. The collection may be of interest to childhood studies researchers for its exploration 
of cultures in which “the focus in education for sustainability has been on experiencing 
nature rather than environmental issues” (260), especially in Hållas and Heggen’s chapter; 
however, it would have been useful to address the implications of Nordic environmental 
education practices as they are realized in children’s texts. An ecopedagogical critique could 
have debated the extent to which Nordic environmental education and the Nordic tradition 
of friluftsliv (“nature-based outdoor recreation”) are ways of greenwashing state agencies 
and cultural groups that should be responding more radically to environmental injustice. As 
Richard Kahn explains,
[E]copedagogy questions . . . the ways in which environmental education is often reduced 
to forms of experiential and outdoor pedagogy that deal uncritically with the experience 
of “nature” offered therein—an ideological zone of wilderness representations that are 
potentially informed by a mélange of racist, sexist, classist and speciesist values. (9)
One possible effect of this experiential approach to nature is evident in Gurholt’s 
insightful analysis of Villmarksbarna (The Wilderness Children): the children in the show 
adventure happily in the arctic wilderness with the progressing problems of climate change 
conspicuously absent.
The question of how a text may train a reader to become an ecocitizen recurs throughout 
the volume. Ecofeminist Greta Gaard identifies three central depictions to interrogate in 
children’s environmental literature: human identity, ecojustice, and natural agency. Gaard’s 
questions highlight how there is much at stake when choosing texts for a child. She contends 
that critics and teachers should consider how environmental texts construct human identity, 
define ecojustice, and recognize natural agency (327-30). The “Animal” and “Vegetal” sections 
of Ecocritical Perspectives consider natural agency while the “Human” and “Landscape” 
sections consider human identity, but, in a volume about children’s texts, I expected more 
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discussion of the intergenerational dimension of ecojustice, which has been recently highlighted by Swedish teen Greta 
Thunberg and teenagers across the world protesting adults’ inaction on climate change.
Usefully, the volume does start to suggest how readers may become ecocitizens by considering ethics and aesthetics 
together, outlining how certain textual forms can model ecocentric ways of thinking or make readers conscious of 
anthropocentric thought patterns. As Røskeland shows in her chapter on the picture book Things That Are, ethics 
and aesthetics are intertwined through the process of world creation taking place in the reader; by placing objects in 
surprising categories and mixing animate with inanimate things, the text makes readers aware of their prejudices and 
preconceptions of things in the world, leading them to accept the impossibility of controlling and arranging all the things 
that exist (37). However, this volume does not use empirical methods to investigate how real children respond to such 
textual forms and develop their sense of being ecocitizens by reading. For these kinds of methodologies readers should 
read Experiencing Environment and Place through Children’s Literature, edited by Amy Cutter-Mackenzie, Phillip G. 
Payne, and Alan Reid, which offers ideas for how books with environmental themes might be used in classrooms. 
Though it makes a pleasant read for scholars at all levels, Ecocritical Perspectives is perhaps most useful for interested 
students seeking inspiration for their dissertations or simply a fuller understanding of ecocriticism today. It is a helpful 
complement to earlier edited volumes such as Wild Things: Children’s Culture and Ecocriticism (Dobrin and Kidd) and 
Deep Into Nature: Ecology, Environment and Children’s Literature (Harding, Waller, and Thiel), since it foregrounds 
plant studies and posthuman approaches as well as engaging with a variety of textual forms to which children are now 
exposed—and, of course, including up-to-date references that point readers to the important work done in the field in 
the intervening decade.
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